form-lies behind present-day debate about the nature of the historical Jesus and his place in contemporary theology. All the more reason, therefore, to examine in detail the distinction that the quest has inherited from Kahler and the way it has functioned in 20th-century theology. It is the thesis of this essay that Kähler's distinction, despite its great impact on subsequent scholarship, is not useful for theology today and should be replaced by other terms and distinctions. The first part of this essay will try to establish the case against Kähler's distinction, while the second half will tentatively suggest alternative terminology.
I
If I propose a rejection of the traditional, indeed revered and almost canonized distinction between the historical Jesus and the historic (or kerygmatic) Christ, I should make clear both my understanding of the terms involved and the reasons why I think they are not serviceable to contemporary theology.
As for the meaning of the distinction, the term "historical" or historisch refers to the dry bare bones of knowledge about the past, with the researcher prescinding from any possible relevance to or influence on our present-day life and quest for meaning. Imagine, for instance, an expert in ancient Babylonian history, driven by nothing except a thirst for exactitude, trying to draw up a precise chronology of the reigning kings of Babylon in a given century. Such a "historical" study aims at the past as dead past, viewed with the cold eye of objective research, interested in pure, verifiable data for their own sake. The "historic," in contrast, refers to the past as it is meaningful and challenging, engaging and thoughtprovoking for present-day men and women. Imagine, for instance, a black college student writing a thesis on Martin Luther King Jr. The young scholar might be quite careful in researching the facts; but the figure of King could never be for that student simply a datum embalmed in the past. Inevitably the student would select, arrange, and underscore certain data insofar as they seemed to speak to the problems and promises of today. Now the claim is often made in books on the historical Jesus that, in principle, this distinction of historical and historic can be applied to Jesus just as much as to any other great personage of the past. In theory he can be made the object of a coolly distant scientific investigation, or he can be approached as the highly significant source and center of Christian thought and life down through the ages, a figure still worshiped by millions today.
them. This fact, however, does not decide the question of whether the distinction is valid or useful.
As I have indicated, although this distinction of historical (historisch) and historic (geschichtlich) is often repeated in Jesus research (especially among those strongly influenced by the Bultmannian tradition), I have come to doubt its usefulness for English-speaking scholars today, for four reasons. (1) After close to a century of use, the distinction remains ambiguous and varies in meaning or function from author to author, with even some Germans not accepting it. (2) The distinction, while supposedly employed to facilitate objective research, often carries with it the extra baggage of theological or ideological agendas. (3) The twofold distinction does not do justice to the complexity of the situation. (4) While defensible in theory, it is useless in the real world-even the "real" world of scholars. Permit me to tease out these four reasons.
First, the distinction does not always mean the same thing or function in the same way even among the various writers who use it. Martin Kahler (1835 Kahler ( -1912 was the first German theologian to apply the distinction to Jesus in a systematic way in his famous book Der sogenannte historische Jesus und der geschichtliche, biblische Christus, first published in 1892. 9 His intention in using the distinction seems to have been a defense of a particular kind of "critical pietism" in late-19th-century German Protestantism-and even he did not always observe his own distinction with strict rigor. His ultimate goal seems to have been the protection of basic traditional Christian teachings about Jesus Christ (e.g., true divinity and true sinless humanity) from the inroads of historical criticism.
10 While Kahler preferred to speak of the "superhistorical" and "historical" in Jesus rather than divine and human natures, the thrust of his approach is the preservation of traditional Christology.
This was not exactly the driving concern of Rudolf Bultmann (1884-1976) when he took over the distinction between historical and historic into his 20th-century synthesis of Christianity and Martin Heidegger's brand of existentialism. Apart from these difficulties caused by the usage of Kahler and Perrin, there is a final problem in the distinction between historical and historic that makes its application to Jesus not very serviceable. The distinction presupposes that some scholars do or at least could study Jesus' life and teaching in detail without any interest whatsoever in its impact on 29 Ibid. 238. 30 It is remarkable how quickly Kahler leaps from the general sense of "historic," applicable to any person who has been influential in molding posterity, to the exclusivistic sense in which he applies the term to Jesus as Lord, whose influence in molding posterity consists precisely in the creation of the Easter faith in his disciples; see Kahler, The So-CaUed Historical Jesus 63-64. In a sense Kahler is operating by way of theological analogy: from the use of "historic" for any influential figure of the past, relevant to us today, he moves to the uniquely influential figure of Jesus, relevant to Christianity as its only Lord. The linchpin of the analogy is that in Jesus' case his influence is the creation of a unique, exclusivistic faith. No doubt it is this "slide" which both opens up the possibility of a three-part distinction for Perrin and also creates difficulties for him. 31 See the excerpts of the arguments in the footnotes in the German edition of Kähler's essay Der sogenannte historische Jesus 38-39 η. a. subsequent history or on thoughtful people today. While that may be theoretically possible in the University of Phnom Penh or for a visiting professor from Mars, is it really conceivable that a scholar in the Western world-Christian, Jew, or agnostic-could approach a detailed study of the historical Jesus without a philosophical or religious interest in, or antipathy toward, the material under the microscope? Jesus continues to be studied in all parts of the world because Marxists, Buddhists, and agnostics are all intrigued, for very different reasons, by this enigmatic Jew. As Bultmann never tired of saying, all of us come to the exegesis of Scripture with our own presuppositions, biases, and interests. This amounts to admitting that our quest for the historical Jesus contains from the beginning something of an interest in the historic Jesus as well. Perrin's first and second levels are hopelessly intertwined in the fleshand-blood world of human scholars.
For these reasons, therefore, I think that the distinction as proposed by either Kahler or Bultmann is not useful for questers today. And yet it seems unfair to engage simply in deconstruction of the traditional terminology without proposing another model, or at least another set of distinctions, to guide would-be questers unsatisfied with the old categories. Hence, in the second part of this essay, I offer for the consideration of scholars a preliminary sketch of an alternative set of distinctions. II I shall first state my thesis about proper distinctions in the boldest and most paradoxical fashion possible, and then begin to unpack it with greater nuance. In brief, the historical Jesus is not the real Jesus, and the real Jesus is not the historical Jesus. I stress this paradox from the start because endless confusion in the "quest for the historical Jesus" 32 arises from the failure to distinguish these two concepts clearly-to say nothing of a third, more ambiguous concept used by some authors, "the earthly Jesus." , 1988] ) thinks the words "quest" and "search" are loaded, as though in a dark room we had lost something we might or might not find by fumbling around; he prefers the neutral term "Jesus research." I agree with his point but despair of changing the speech habits of close-to-a-century of scholars. In this essay "quest," "search," and "Jesus research" will be used interchangeably.
The Real Jesus
What do we mean when we say we want to investigate the "real" Jesus or the "real" Nero or the real anybody in ancient history? Obviously we cannot mean the total reality of that person, everything he or she ever thought, felt, experienced, did, and said. Even today, despite all the printed government records, TV news tapes, and biographies available, one could not know the total reality of, e.g., Richard Nixon or Ronald Reagan. Indeed, how could these individuals themselves-let alone anyone else-ever know their total reality, defined in such sweeping, allencompassing terms?
Still, when it comes to modern public figures, the historian or biographer can usually assemble a "reasonably complete" picture. We will probably debate from now to doomsday the great talent and tragic flaws of Richard Nixon, but there is no debating the mountain of empirical data that public archives, military records, nightly newscasts, election tallies, presidential press conferences, Watergate tapes, Congressional hearings, and presidential libraries supply ad nauseam. Wading through and interpreting the facts is a monumental task, but at least the facts are there. The "total reality" of Nixon will continue to elude us, but we have and can hope to refine a "reasonably complete" portrait and record of the "real" Nixon. Passionate and biased interpretations are inevitable, but the vast fund of verifiable facts does exercise some control over wild hypotheses. In this limited, sober sense the "real" Nixon-and any recent public figure-is in principle available to the historian. The real and the historical do not coincide, but there is considerable overlap.
Not so with Jesus of Nazareth. Jesus lived for roughly 35 years in firstcentury Palestine. Each of those years was filled with physical and psychological changes. Even before he began his public ministry, many of his words and deeds would have been witnessed by his family and friends, his neighbors and customers. In principle these events were available at the time to the interested inquirer. Then, for the last three years or so of his life, much of what Jesus said and did occurred in public or at least before his disciples, especially those who traveled with him. Again, in principle these events were recoverable by a zealous inquirer.
And yet the vast majority of these deeds and words, the "reasonably complete" record of the "real" Jesus, is irrevocably lost to us today. This is no new insight of modern agnostic scholars. Traditionally Christianity has spoken of "the hidden years" of Jesus' life-which amounted to all but three or four of them. The apocryphal gospels of the patristic period, mystical visions of medieval times, and modern speculation have sought to fill in the gap, but to no avail. The "real Jesus," even in the Nixon sense of a reasonably complete record of public words and deeds, is unknown and unknowable to the historian. The real Jesus is not available, and never will be, by historical-critical methods.
33 This is true not because Jesus did not exist-he certainly did-but rather because the sources that have survived do not and never intended to record all or even most of the words and deeds of his public ministry-to say nothing of the rest of his life.
I emphasize this point about the real Jesus not simply to revel in subtle scholastic distinctions or to set up a theological shell game I can then win on my own terms. The point I am making is true of many figures of ancient history. The life and ideas of Socrates or Pythagoras amounted to much more than we can know today. Indeed, the further back we go, usually the more meager the sources become and the less we can say. sources themselves allow very little to be said. We must be prepared to admit our ignorance, however galling that may be. 39 Indeed, Finley felt so strongly the lack of "hard" data, including reliable statistics, that he concluded that the study of ancient history is in no significant sense a science. 40 Perhaps it is wiser to distinguish between the "hard" sciences like chemistry and physics and the "soft" sciences of the humanities, especially ancient history (softer, surely, than modern history). Ancient history is much less quantifiable, much more dependent on inference based on such rough rules of thumb as the best explanations available, the more or most probable explanation, particular criteria forjudging historicity, and anal- ogy. 41 At any rate, Finley's basic caution is well advised. With the exception of a few great public figures, the "real" persons of ancient history-be they Hillel and Shammai or Jesus and St. Peter-are simply not accessible to us today and never will be.
42
I stress this point because scholars pursuing the Jesus of history often begin their treatments with the difficulties posed by the four canonical Gospels and-especially if they are spiritual descendants of Rudolf Bultmann-with the danger of trying to legitimize faith by historical research. All that may be true, but it is necessary to begin one step farther back: the difficulty of knowing anything about Jesus must be placed in the larger context of the difficulty of knowing anything about Thaïes, Apollonius of Tyana, or most other people in the ancient world. The problem is not unique to Jesus or the sources that narrate his story. Indeed, in comparison to many shadowy figures of ancient history, it is surprising how much we can know about Jesus.
Historical Jesus/Jesus of History
Having abandoned the naive hope of knowing the "real" Jesus by means of historical criticism, and having rejected the Kähler-Bultmann distinction between historisch and geschichtlich, what do I mean when I speak of the "historical Jesus" or the "Jesus of history"? 43 In brief, the Jesus of history is a modern abstraction and construct, not to be equated with the "real" Jesus, whether that reality be understood as "total" or just "reasonably complete." By the Jesus of history I mean the Jesus whom we can "recover" and examine by using the scientific tools of modern historical research. 44 Since such research arose only with the however partial and theologically colored, of Jesus during his life on earth. The ambiguity of this term "earthly Jesus" lies in the fact that it can be, and de facto is, also used, with different nuances, of both the real Jesus and the historical Jesus. After all, both of those phrases, in different ways, also refer to Jesus on earth. I make this point because, curiously, in his Jesus book Schillebeeckx uses "earthly" as a synonym for "real" after censuring its use as a synonym for "historical." 47 The ambiguity is compounded by the fact that, for some, the very phrase "earthly Jesus" might conjure up a reference to existence in heaven either before the Incarnation or after Jesus' resurrection. Indeed, to stretch a point, even the risen Jesus of the Emmaus story is, in a sense, "Jesus on earth." 48 Because of this lack of clarity in the concept, I propose that scholars not use "earthly Jesus" as a major category when studying the historical Jesus and that, if they do use it, they take pains to be clear about its precise sense in any given context.
49
One important ramification of these distinctions is that scholars should not write glibly that in a given story the Gospels depict or fail to depict "the historical Jesus." That is a hopeless anachronism. During most of their narrative (excluding Jn 1:1-13 and most resurrection appearances) the Gospels portray the "earthly" Jesus (in the sense I have just explained); they do not portray the historical Jesus. To be sure, the Gospels serve as the chief sources for our reconstruction of the historical Jesus; but to speak of the Gospel writers as presenting or intending to present the historical Jesus transports them in an exegetical time-machine to the Enlightenment.
Real, historical, earthly-these, then, are the distinctions I propose in an attempt to bring some terminological clarity into the murky debate about the historical Jesus-a debate made still more murky by the loose interchange of terms that mean very different things. Naturally, all that has been said up until now applies to the realm of historical-critical research, which of its very nature prescinds from questions of what is known by faith. Once we enter the latter realm, terminology and relations among terms become still more complex. 47 Schillebeeckx, Jesus 67-68 (cf. the Dutch original, Jezus [n. 5 above] 54-55). The English translation of Jezus is often unreliable; hence the recourse to the Dutch original here.
48 See Lk 24:13-35; cf. Acts 1:1-5. In the Emmaus story, is the risen Jesus at the same time "earthly" insofar as he is interacting and conversing with others on earth?
49 In the best of all possible scholarly worlds, one might banish "the earthly Jesus" from print. But since one has little hope of altering traditional scholarly locutions, the best one can do is signalize the ambiguous nature of the phrase and ask that it be explained when used.
The Historical Jesus, Faith, and Theology
From a theological point of view one must also consider the relation of the historical Jesus to the risen Jesus, the Jesus known in faith, the presently reigning Lord of the Church. Obviously, once we raise this question, we move from a purely empirical historical-critical framework, which prescinds from what the believer knows or holds by faith, into a larger context in which faith, self-consciously reflecting on itself, seeks understanding. In other words, we move into an explicitly theological context. This shift makes a great difference in concepts and terminology. For instance, in the historical-critical framework the "real" has to be defined in terms of what exists within this world of time and space and can be experienced in principle by any observer. Faith and Christian theology, however, affirm ultimate realities beyond the merely empirical: e.g., the triune God and the risen Jesus.
50 Thus, to ask about the relation between the historical Jesus, reconstructed from modern historical research, and the risen Jesus is to pass from the realm of the merely empirical into the larger framework of faith and theology, as it seeks to relate itself to the historical-critical project.
Having revolutionary or Jesus the gay magician? Jesus the apocalyptic seer or Jesus the wisdom teacher unconcerned with eschatology? The constantly changing, often contradictory portraits of the historical Jesus served up by scholars, however useful in academia, cannot be the object of Christian faith for the universal Church.
Moreover, and more importantly, the proper object of Christian faith is not and cannot be an idea or scholarly reconstruction, however reliable. The object of Christian faith is a living person, Jesus Christ, who fully entered into a true human existence on earth in the first century A.D., but who now lives risen and glorified, forever in the Father's presence. Primarily, Christian faith affirms and adheres to this person-indeed incarnate, crucified, and risen-and only secondarily to ideas and affirmations about him. In the realm of faith and theology the "real Jesus," the only Jesus existing and living now, is this risen Lord, to whom access is given only through faith.
What, then, is the usefulness of the historical Jesus? None, if one is asking solely about the direct object of Christian faith: Jesus Christ crucified, risen, and presently reigning in his Church. This presently reigning Lord is accessible to all believers, including all those who will never study history or theology for even a single day in their lives. Yet the quest for the historical Jesus can be very useful if one is asking about faith seeking understanding, i.e. theology, in a contemporary context. The theology of the patristic and medieval periods was blissfully ignorant of the problem of the historical Jesus, since it operated in a cultural context bereft of the historical-critical understanding that marks the modern Western mind. Theology is a cultural artifact; therefore, once a culture becomes permeated with a historical-critical approach, as has Western culture from the Enlightenment onwards, theology can operate in and speak to that culture with credibility only if it absorbs a historical approach into its methodology.
For contemporary Christology this means that faith in Christ today must be able to reflect on itself systematically in a way that will allow an appropriation of the quest for the historical Jesus into theology. The historical Jesus, while not the object or essence of faith, must be an integral part of modern theology. This appropriation of the quest by theology is not idolatry to a passing Zeitgeist; rather, it serves the interests of faith in at least four ways. 52 1) Against any attempt to reduce faith in Christ to a contentless cipher, a mythic symbol, or a timeless archetype, the quest for the historical
